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SUMMARY 

Students of business administration in polytechnic higher education are 
faced with management content that can present specific difficulties when 
it refers to organisational contexts with which they are generally unfamiliar. 
This paper examines the way in which a learning and assessment method- 
ology aimed at promoting ‘proximity’ to subjects and course content can be 
put into practice through the use of a context that is ‘familiar to students’: 
business and economics news in the media. By performing a critical analy- 
sis of a news item in the media, students select and apply the content of 
the course they are studying to a real event. In parallel to presenting the 
results obtained using the methodology concerned (student performance 
and mark obtained), student perception of this active methodology will also 
be analysed. The conclusion will focus on ways of adapting the teaching of 
management to students’ particular interests and knowledge. 
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Introduction 

The teaching of structural aspects of global management as part 
of business administration courses in higher education provided by 
Polytechnic institutes in Portugal faces a significant obstacle: the 
relative unpreparedness of students to reflect upon an area with 
which they are unfamiliar. Most students on such courses have not 
yet had any first-hand experience of organisational situations which 
allow them to interpret the course content in the light of professional 
experience ('). 

This difficulty naturally encourages active teaching methodologies 
which are designed to overcome such obstacles. This is the backdrop 
to a variety of different teaching experiences, such as: 

• work in a real setting, such as student placements in host or- 
ganisations, through which students put into practice a learn- 
ing methodology involving analyses, either of documents or 
through direct observation (Seabra et al, 2006; Seabra and 
Costa, 2006); 

• public seminars and classes at which the participating organi- 
sations recount their experiences in certain fields or areas of 
activity (Seabra et al., 2005) (^). 

This paper will focus on a teaching experience conducted to 
help students to make a ‘personal reading’ of the course content 
they had been taught, based on their own research carried out in 
work groups. 

Using the media in a classroom setting is a strategy which is 
implemented at many different levels of teaching in several different 
fields. This paper seeks to analyse how this strategy was put into 
practice in the teaching of Management Principles in a Portuguese 
higher education establishment, and the respective consequences 
in terms of performance and results obtained. Student perceptions 
of this teaching experience will also be examined. 

The aim was to get students to comment critically on a news item 
published in the media and bring together the content taught on 
the course and the content of the news item. Students were given 


(') In this context different ways should be found to allow students to experience new 
situations (Castling, 1996). 

(^) A number of different proposals help to overcome specific learning problems faced by 
students who have recently entered polytechnic higher education in Portugal. In the 
field of business, for example, these include the use of the ‘portfolio’ teaching tool 
(Carrasco et al., 2005). 


student comments and reflections on business contexts - A teaching tool 

Fernando Miguel Seabra et al. 


203 


the opportunity to decode the course content as it is structured 
within the curriculum and re-encode it in such a way as to reflect 
their perception of the relevant areas, focusing on real cases, both 
Portuguese and international. 

This paper aims to test the validity of the teaching methodology 
involved in studying management topics in a higher education 
establishment, placing the ‘learner’ at the centre (European Com- 
mission, 2001), its validity in terms of developing students’ critical 
faculties (fundamental to the ability to ‘learn to learn’) and the results 
achieved in terms of marks obtained. 

The following hypotheses will be examined: 

• HI : A critical commentary on a media news item is a valid ex- 
ercise in studying management topics in polytechnic higher 
education; 

• H2: A critical commentary on a media news item helps to develop 
students’ critical faculties. 

This paper consists of seven sections. The introduction is followed 
by the theoretical framework (section 2) and the learning context 
into which this experience fits (section 3). Section 4 presents the 
assignment and its aims, while section 5 describes student percep- 
tion. The conclusions of the study and proposed applications are 
given under section 6, and avenues for future research are sug- 
gested in section 7. 


Theoretical background 

The Bologna Declaration generated a quantum leap in cooperation 
between the various national higher education systems, giving rise 
to a dynamic process that has prompted a series of reforms (Santos, 
2002) to help young people to access the job market. This process 
requires teaching/learning methodologies that can provide cross- 
cutting capabilities and skills, such as intellectual development, 
learning to learn, problem-solving, intercommunication, leadership, 
innovation, teamwork and adapting to change, among others (Santos, 
2002), either through self-learning or experience-based learning. It 
acknowledges that learning goals can be reached in alternative ways, 
with the student at the centre. Stress must therefore be placed on 
active, cooperative and participatory learning methodologies which 
are geared towards problem-solving (Chin and Chia, 2004), and 
which create a learning environment conducive to the development 
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of cross-cutting capabilities and skills (European Commission, 
2001). The aim is to equip students with proactive attitudes to 
allow them to live and work in a changing society, helping them 
to build new knowledge and skills throughout their professional 
career (Pires, 2007). The development of this problem-solving 
attitude helps to promote a proactive and positive outlook, since 
most people are born with a tendency for enterprise (albeit not in 
business processes), and these are skills which must be developed 
by training and education (Davies, 2006), using innovative pedagogy 
(European Commission, 2001). 

The aim of the teaching methodology set out in the Management 
Principles course is therefore to enable future graduates to solve 
problems within their training field, to gather, select and interpret 
the relevant information and to develop skills allowing them to learn 
throughout their lives with a high degree of autonomy, as laid down 
in the requirements for classification as a graduate of a particular 
area of education (Decree-Law 74/06 of 24 March 2006). 

In addition to vocational training, higher education in general 
and polytechnic education in particular must foster the capacity to 
reflect, providing students with the initiative to criticise the complex 
circumstances of the many facets of contemporary life: 

‘ The emergence of a public opinion linking the workings of the 
political, economic, regional and scientific spheres is vital to 
safeguarding the general interest. Citizens must not merely be 
informed but must be enlightened, so that they have the capacity 
to act, to participate actively in the policy agenda.’ (Ambrosio, 

2006, p. 80). 

The aim is thus to foster a concern among students to be constantly 
aware of prevailing local, national and global realities by means of 
training not only in technical areas but also in citizenship, or in other 
words, higher education should produce ‘... Portuguese people 
capable of acting with confidence and creativity in a constantly 
changing worlcf (Quesado, 2006, p.107). 

The purpose of a critical commentary on media news items 
related in some way to the content of their courses is to develop a 
proactive approach and cross-cutting skills in resolving real problems 
in accordance with a student-centred learning approach. Analysing 
different news items covering a broad spectrum of subjects and 
business, economic and contextual situations will prepare students 
for the many different informal learning situations that occur in a 
variety of social settings (Nyhan et al., 2004), and will motivate 
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them to take an interest in situations which, though possibly far- 
removed from their everyday lives, may nonetheless correspond 
to contexts they must be aware of as citizens if they are to reflect 
on and engage with them. 

Using the media as a source of news for comment offers students 
an endless supply of subjects for analysis, covering a plethora of 
social, environmental, political, cultural and other aspects that cut 
across economic and business issues. 


Learning context 

The Escoia Superior de Ciencias Empresariais (ESCE) (^) is one 
of the five schoois making up the Institute Poiitecnico de Setubai 
in Portugal. The Management Principles course (or, more recently. 
Introduction to Management) is taught in the odd semester of the first 
year on all six ESCE undergraduate courses. The subject aims to 
teach students to understand the fundamental principles of managing 
organisations. The course provides an overview of the organisation 
as an entity related to the various ‘stakeholders’. Students must 
therefore take on certain views of responsibility founded on the ethics 
of the entrepreneur and the manager. The assessment system was 
based on three tools: a) an individual written exam; b) group work; 
c) a critical commentary on a media news item. The two continuous 
assessment assignments, (b) and (c), were structured to allow the 
process to favour active learning methodologies (''). 


Assignment and aims 

This paper examines how the critical commentary on a media 
news item (section c - part 3) is put into practice. This assignment 
requires students to make a critical commentary on a syllabus- 


P) Set up in December 1994 with the foiiowing aims: to teach, research and deveiop 
Business Studies, ennobiing mankind, and promoting the deveiopment of the Setubai 
region and the country as a whoie by means of business courses, it is iocated in the 
Setubai peninsuia and is a focai point for students from the surrounding area who 
wish to study business. 

nThisthereforemeetstheneedtocontempiateabroad range of teaching methodoiogies: 
'no teaching/learning method is, in itseif, better than any other. /4s everyone teams in 
a different way (and at a different rate), the main rute is to use aiternative and above 
ait varied teaching methods’ (Beibute, 2006, p.41 ). 
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related business or economics media news item related to the 
course content and the issues associated with it, and was carried 
out during the odd semester of the 2006/2007 academic year. 

Students were allowed to choose any aspect of what they were 
taught in the practical or theoretical classes as the topic associated 
to the news item (®), and thus had to look for an item that referred 
to an event related directly to the topic chosen. 

The aim was for students to comment on the news item from a 
critical perspective, making use of their knowledge of the respective 
course content. The critical approach is justified by the fact that any 
document, irrespective of its content, is never neutral and never 
portrays the issue it aims to address in an impartial fashion. It will 
always have been produced by someone who had a purpose in 
mind, who was guided by certain criteria, and who must have had 
to select the information they considered to be relevant from a wide 
variety of items (Pinto, 1995). 

The media used were essentially newspapers and magazines, 
on paper or online. The news item had to be topical, corresponding 
to the teaching period, and had to be covered exclusively by each 
work group, which means that once a group had commented on it, 
it could not be used by other groups. The aim of the group work is 
twofold: in addition to learning per se, task or problem-based group 
work requires students to work with other people, play a social role 
and assume responsibilities (Postic, 1995). 

As students are free to choose both the course topic and the 
news item on which to comment, it goes without saying that the topic 
and the news item may indicate the work group’s area of greatest 
interest within the course content. The justification for the freedom to 
choose the news item and topic lies in the fact that this task, rather 
than just another academic assessment exercise, is also intended 
to be an opportunity to question deep-rooted attitudes, behaviour 
and ideas and to create the conditions for a possible change in such 
attitudes, linking the analysis to the students’ experience (Pinto, 
1995). In the light of the above, undertaking an assignment with 
these characteristics in teaching an introduction to business will 


p) This involves conjugating the expository method, traditionally used in theoretical 
classes, and autonomous research practices developed by students. The aim is to 
exploit the advantages of the expository method whilst overcoming its disadvantages, 
opening the way towards research prepared beforehand in the classroom through 
a structured presentation of the course content. Teachers will thus be responsible 
for '. . .presenting students with a prior overview of the topics, simuitaneousiy saving 
them time in their search for aspects on which to focus'. (Carvalho, 1995, p. 570). 
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help students to reinforce the ‘key qualifications/key competences’ 
set out by Nyhan (2002): 

• This kind of research work, leading students to establish the 
necessary link between information published in the media and 
the course content, is considered to enable them to develop 
their capacity to understand how certain actions or events fit 
into a broader context: ‘This person therefore needs to have a 
helicopter view of the organisation and have a mental model of 
how the different parts of the system interrelate’ (Nyhan, 2002, 
p. 244). 

• The work constitutes a challenge that will stimulate the process 
of collecting information additional to that in the news and foster 
contact between students and teaching staff as the former 
seek further clarification on the information provided in the 
classroom. In other words, it will oblige students to bring the 
elements required to perform new tasks together: ‘People who 
are personally effective in their working lives have the ability 
to organise themselves to respond to any task they are called 
upon to do. They bring all their skills and resources together and 
apply them to meet a specific situation’ {Nyhan, 2002, p. 245). 

• Analysing a real situation that has occurred in a specific context 
will enable students to bring both ‘formal knowledge’ and ‘prac- 
tical knowledge’ together. Theoretical knowledge will underpin 
an analysis of the situation described in the news item and the 
formulation of a critical judgement on that specific context: ‘The 
holistic nature of key competences entails an integration of for- 
mal and practical knowledge in responding to specific contexts’ 
(Nyhan, 2002, p. 245). 

The results set out in this paper are based on an analysis of 
39 critical commentaries on media news items, produced by 145 
students (section 4), and an analysis of the survey conducted with 
369 students who participated in the assignment (section 5). The 
39 pieces analysed for this paper represent a sample from all the 
student assignments carried out. 

Reference will be made to the topics on which students com- 
mented, the results considered and the analysis of the success of 
the assignments. 

Topics commented on by students 

The assignments carried out cover a wide variety of basic subject 
points. In some cases students focused on one particular point. 
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while in others they analysed several. The assignments can be 
classified into the following areas: Managers; Relations between 
companies and society; Social Responsibility and Ethics(®); Planning; 
General Management; General Issues. An exhaustive analysis of 
the assignments examined is given in Seabra et al. (2007). 

Results observed 

The 39 assignments analysed as part of this study, produced by 
a total of 145 students, were examined according to the following 
assessment criteria(^): 

1 . Match between the news item (and associated issues) and the 
topic chosen- matching of the news item (AN) 

2. Conceptual framework of the information collected, bearing in 
mind what is taught in the classroom (EC) 

3. Structured reasoning (RE) 

4. Critical faculties (CC) 

The matching of the news item to the subject chosen was taken 
to mean the students’ ability to choose an item allowing them to 
contextualise the content of the Management Principles course 
and, at the same time, enabling them to make an interesting ob- 
servation on the information collected. As far as the conceptual 
framework of the information collected was concerned, students 
were expected to develop a theoretical framework in line with the 
topic chosen, respecting the concepts presented in the classroom. 
Structured reasoning was taken to mean the students’ capacity 
to receive, analyse and process the information in the news item 
they had chosen in an analytical, logical and summary way. The 
assessment therefore focused on how they broke the news item 
down into parts to enable it to be analysed, relating the parts to 
make it easier to understand their logic and subsequently to sum- 
marise and assimilate the topics examined. Critical faculties were 
assessed according to whether students presented a personal 
view allowing them to propose action concerning the grounds of 
the observations they had made. 


(®) A detailed analysis of the ethical perceptions of students who recently entered higher 
education and their interest in the social responsibility of organisations is given in 
Jorge et al. (2007). 

(’) This assessment was made after students had been awarded marks for their work. 
Rather than being discretionary, the assessment of whether the news item did 
or did not match the course content was based on the formal programme of the 
Management Principles course, which had been handed out to students. 
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Students experienced no difficulty in matching the news item to 
the topic chosen (100 %). Better results were expected in terms 
of the conceptual framework of the information, however (61 .5 % 
were considered favourable). Certain difficulties were observed in 
the theoretical approach to the concepts taught in the classroom. 
The groups that did not demonstrate structured reasoning through 
a capacity to analyse, apply logic and summarise represented 
35.9 % of the total. The authors feel that this shortcoming can be 
overcome throughout students’ academic life by encouraging the 
use of active and innovative methodologies. A total of 35.9 % of 
students showed some difficulty in terms of critical faculties. The 
authors feel that teaching staff face a challenge in developing 
active and innovative methodologies to foster the development of 
this faculty. 

Analysis of student success 

It was felt to be pertinent to analyse student success in the light of 
the teachers’ assessment of their critical commentary on news items. 
Success was taken to mean whether students achieved a pass mark 
in this particular assignment, which was assessed by the teachers 
of the practical classes and marked on a scale of 0 to 20. Of the 


Graph 1 . Results of the analysis of the 39 assignments 
produced under this study. 
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39 group assignments under observation in this paper (covering 145 
students), the success rate in this assessment tooi was 95.4 % (®). 
An anaiysis of Graph 2 shows that the modai ciass among these 39 
assignments was 14 (for 25 % of the assignments) (®). 

Graph 2. Classification by work groups. 


30.0 % 



Marks awarded to students 


Student perception 

In order to understand student perception of the appiication of the 
teaching tooi concerned, 369 students who carried out the corresponding 
assignment were surveyed (^°). The survey provided individuai responses, 
as work groups were not asked to respond (^^). 


(®) To achieve a pass in the subject, students aiso had to obtain positive resuits in the 
other assessment criteria mentioned above, the anaiysis of which is beyond the 
scope of this articie. 

f) The ‘base’ ciassification refiected in this graph, awarded by the teacher of the practical 
class to which the group belonged, was common to all group members, though when 
different members performed differently, the teacher was able to award different 
marks to students in the same group. 

('“) The survey was carried out in February 2007 among students assessed by means of 
this tool as part of the continuous assessment of the Management Principles course. 
Responses were treated confidentially and could not be traced to the respondent in 
any way. 

(") The application of the survey at individual level was justified by the need to determine 
how this active teaching method is interpreted by each student surveyed. Active 
methods may favour students who are better prepared for carrying out searches 
or for working in groups, whilst ‘marginalising’ students who are less well prepared. 
The risk of applying a methodology that includes some and excludes others - an 
elitist methodology according to Perrenoud (2001) - necessitates an individual 
assessment of the tool itself. 
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The survey consisted of three parts: i) topic chosen and source 
of the news item; ii) choice of the news item; iii) the commentary 
on the news item. 

Part one confirmed that many basic principles of the subject were 
covered (already mentioned under section 4.1). Part two asked stu- 
dents how much difficulty they had in finding news items to comment 
on and the main causes of the difficulty, and the reasons why they 
chose the topic. Part three asked students about the difficulties they 
encountered in performing the assignment, and how appropriate it 
was to assessing knowledge and learning. Students were also asked 
about the satisfaction provided by performing this work. 

Topic chosen and source of news item 

The topics on which students worked were categorised into fourteen 
groups. The most common were ‘Management and Managers’ 
(26.5 %), ‘Social Responsibility’ (26 %) and ‘Entrepreneurship’ 
(10.3 %). The remaining 34.5 % were divided among different 
topics, as shown in Graph 3. 


Graph 3. Frequency of topics chosen by students 
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Newspapers (44.4 %) and the Internet (37.4 %) were the most 
common sources of the news items supporting the assessment tool 
under analysis. The other sources represented 18.2 %, as shown 
in Graph 4. 


Graph 4. Number of responses per source 



Choice of news item and commentary 

The questions in Table 1 (Annex) were used in relation to ‘Choice 
of news item’. 

The 368 [sic] respondents considered the average difficulty en- 
countered in finding a news item for comment to be ‘reasonable’ 
(3.1 ). As regards the degree of importance attributed to the reasons 
for choosing the topic, a number of factors came into play. The most 
common reason was its relevance to the course (328 students), 
with an average score of 2.5 (between ‘important’ and ‘reasonably 
important’). The least common was ease in finding the news item 
due to its frequency in the media (296 students). 

Graph 5 analyses the number of responses obtained for each 
degree of importance, for each reason indicated. It should be noted 
here that a high number of students (1 25) mentioned ‘topic related 
to the course’ as the main reason for their choice, attributing a 
classification of 1 (most important). 
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Graph 5. Reasons for choosing a topic 



The ‘Commentary on the news item’ questions are listed in Table 2 
(annex). 

On average, students spent 8.8 hours preparing the critical 
commentary. 

The average degree of difficulty perceived in performing the 
assignment was ‘reasonable’ (2.8). 

On average, the greatest difficulties encountered in performing 
the assignment were: commenting on the news item in a critical 
way (2.8) and relating it to the subject-matter taught (2.9). For this 
question, the number of responses obtained in each degree of 
difficulty experienced in preparing the commentary was analysed 
(Graph 6). Although ‘Finding the news item’ scored second most 
difficult on average (3.1), it did in fact obtain the most responses 
(82) classifying it as the most difficult aspect (1 , the highest). 
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Graph 6. Degree of difficulty in preparing the commentary 


120 - 


100 - 


80-- 


60- 


40- - 


20 - 


I 


I 


0- 

■ MIMMI 1 

Finding 
the news item 

mmmi i 

Relating 
the news item 

' UBWI I 

Matching 
the news item 

Commenting 
on news item 

^ 1 

Searching 
for information 

Degree of importance 

82 

56 

39 

68 

23 

IJF2" Degree of importance 

46 

74 

79 

87 

51 

mis'" Degree of importance 

65 

82 

102 

88 

83 

Degree of importance 

52 

75 

77 

59 

83 

■ : 5'" Degree of importance 

93 

61 

29 

45 

84 

Left blank 

31 

21 

43 

22 

45 


When asked to what extent the assignment was appropriate to 
the system for assessing knowledge and learning (questions 4 and 
5), most students considered that it was very appropriate (average 
of 3.7 and 3.8 respectively). 

When asked whether the critical commentary should be replaced 
by another assessment tool, 9.6 % of students (35 in all) felt that it 
should. The remainder (90.4 %) felt that it should not. This group 
felt that the weight of this assignment in the overall continuous 
assessment classification (20 %) was appropriate (average response 
of 2.3). 

On average, students were satisfied (3.6) with the work handed 
in to the teacher. Some 52 % of respondents (192 students) were 
satisfied with the work they carried out while 36 % were reasonably 
satisfied (133 students), as shown in Graph 7. 
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Graph 7. Degree of satisfaction with work 



Conclusions and proposals for application 

The analysis of the 39 critical commentary assignments on media 
news items concerning economics/business and associated issues, 
taking into account the survey responses of the 369 students who 
carried out the assignment, identifies the following characteristics 
of this teaching tool: 

• students covered a wide variety of relevant points of the course 
programme with the news items selected and commentaries 
made; 

• some groups analysed news items that were directly related to 
their members’ particular interests (e.g. organisational leaders 
in sport); 

• according to the news item selected, some groups covered 
topics related to the course programme, supporting them with 
others that were not directly involved; 

• this tool is applied to good effect by students; 

• greater attention should be paid to students’ critical faculties in 
future assignments; 

• the profile of students’ interests shows a concentration on various 
topics and course content, which could represent an interest in 
working on a wide range of such content, or may reveal a certain 
difficulty in analysing a specific topic in depth. 
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It follows from these characteristics that this teaching tool makes 
it possible to: 

• reconcile the interests and experiences of students with the 
course content; 

• cover a wide variety of course content. 

It should also be added that the very nature of this teaching tool 
leads some students to read media with which they are not very 
familiar. 

The conclusions outlined suggest that a media-based research 
tool should be used in the following situations: 

i) Students who are not very familiar with the course content. 

It should not be forgotten that students are more familiar with 
certain subjects because of their previous education. In the case 
of Management Principles, many students had never come into 
contact either with the business world or with management-reiated 
subjects. This is confirmed by the number who supported the 
use of this active teaching tool for assessment purposes. 

ii) When students’ autonomous research is an important element 
for learning. 

Online information and search engines are useful tools that help 
students to identify practical examples concerning the subject- 
matter taught. Students find it relatively easy to carry out their 
own research thanks to their familiarity with the new information 
technologies. 

The link between the information collected by students and its 
analysis in the light of the theoretical knowledge taught in the class- 
room may encourage them to overcome the ‘barrier’ of not having 
any previous ‘real’ contact with the contexts taught in theoretical 
classes using the expository method. Information collected as part 
of a group and other tasks performed by students in the course of 
their assignment will foster proactiveness and an ability to search 
for the information required to respond to the specific circumstances 
of each new challenge. 

In terms of confirming the research hypotheses set out, it follows 
that: 

H1 : A critical commentary on a media news item is a valid exercise 
in studying management topics in polytechnic higher education. 
The hypothesis is confirmed; 

H2: A critical commentary on a media news item helps to develop 
students’ critical faculties. The hypothesis is not confirmed. 


student comments and reflections on business contexts - A teaching tool 

Fernando Miguel Seabra et al. 


217 


To achieve hypothesis 2, the deveiopment of a criticai outiook 
among students may be supported by different teaching approaches 
through which iearners are exposed to a broader range of formai, 
non-formai and informai iearning activity (European Commission, 
2001 ). Certain difficuities in transferring knowiedge between various 
contexts may therefore be overcome as avenues for future research 
are expiored. 

Despite the iimitations highiighted, a criticai commentary on a 
news item as a formai iearning mechanism represents something 
of an interface between the teaching aims and iearners’ particuiar 
expectations and interests. This wiii be a preferred teaching/iearning/ 
evaiuation method when working with a iarge heterogeneous group. 
This characteristic is especiaiiy important when initiatives such as 
training courses, fieid work or projects shared between teaching 
estabiishments and organisations/companies become very difficuit 
to put into practice due to the number of students invoived. 


Avenues for future research 

in connection with using teaching toois with the characteristics of the 
one anaiysed in this paper, it wiii be important to study mechanisms 
that foster students’ criticai facuities in greater depth, it must be 
stressed that one of the greatest difficuities encountered by students 
was to comment on the news items in a criticai way. 

it is a fundamentai principie that the presenting of students’ 
assignments in the ciassroom and the resuiting discussion open to 
the whoie ciass wiii heip to hone their criticai facuities. 

Other teaching toois may be used to vaiue the informai iearning 
that students experience in activities reiated to work, famiiy or ieisure 
(European Commission, 2001 ). Students can embark upon a formai 
iearning process based on probiems identified in other contexts, such 
as work (working students), famiiy (economic and sociai dimensions) 
and in associations (participation in groups, sports dubs or cuiturai 
associations). The examination of probiems identified beforehand 
in these contexts and their iink with the course content couid heip 
to improve students’ key competences. 
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